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1 " There's no salt in the village, mister chairman," said one
of them.
" There are no misters now/' Mishka corrected him.
" Please excuse me, I always say it out of habit. ... We
v can live without the misters, but we can't without salt."
" Well, what is it you want, elders ? "
" Chairman, you must do something to get salt brought
to the village. It can't be carted all the way from Manich
with bullocks."
" I've reported on the matter to the Region. They know
all about it. They ought to be sending some soon."
" While the sun's rising the dew rots the seeds," said one
of the old men, staring down at the floor.
Mishka flared up, and rose from the table. Livid with
anger, he turned out his pockets :
f< I haven't got any salt. D'you see ? I don't carry it
C>a,bout with me and I can't suck it out of my fingers for you.
D'you understand, elders ? "
" Where on earth has it got to, this salt ? " hunchbacked
old Chumakov asked after a moment's silence, looking
around in astonishment with his one eye. " In the old days,
under the former government, nobody even had to speak
about it; it lay in piles everywhere. But now you can't
even get hold of a pinch of it. . . ."
" Our government has got nothing to do with it," Mishka
said more calmly.   " The only government that's to blame
for it is your former Cadet government.  It was they who
*rdid so much destruction that there's not even anything to
* cart salt with.  All the railway lines are smashed, and the
trucks too."
He spent a great deal of time telling the old men how
during the retreat the Whites had destroyed the State
property, had blown up factories, had burnt down ware-
houses. He had seen some of it himself during the war, he
had heard more, and the rest he imaginatively invented with
the sole object of turning the discontent away from his own
Soviet government. To defend that government from
reproaches he lied and wriggled shamelessly, thinking the
while : " It will be no great woe if I talk the swine's heads
off 1 They're swine in any case, and they won't lose
anything by it, while it'll be to our gain. ..."
" Do you think that these bourgeoisie aren't clever, or